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The purpose of this study is to review the offshore programs in Vietnam which have been developed and implemented for seven 
years by the case university in Taiwan. Being encouraged by the government policy, the case university entered this unfamiliar 
territory and market in 2007. The question of how a university from Taiwan, without English nor colonial background, could find 
its position in the already competitive international education market in Vietnam. After years of learning-by-doing process, the 
scale of their offshore programs has grown to be the largest one across all universities in Taiwan. As being deeply involved in 
these programs, in this study the author tries to review the seven-year programs and to point out the lessons learned from their 
development and implementation. It is reflected in this case study that the cultural, social and geographical relevance between 
Taiwan and Vietnam appear to be the one of the key factors that contributes to the development and success of the case 
university’s projects in Vietnam. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 




Globalization is driving universities, notably those in the developed and developing countries, to set up 
international cooperation programs through make competition (Chen, 2013a). Transnational education initiatives, as 
many argue, has been taken as one of the major approaches by many universities around the world, especially those 
from the major English speaking nations this trend of internationalization in higher education (Altach & Knight, 
2007; Yang, 2008; Huang, 2010; Gu, 2009).  
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This term, transnational higher education, is increasing used to describe exported education as approach to 
international university cooperation but still there remains, as Yang argues (2008), “a remarkable terminological and 
conceptual confusion’ over what it really means. According to the definition given by the United Nations Education, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), it refers to ‘all types of higher education study programs, or sets of 
courses of study, or educational services (including those of distance education) in which the learners are located in 
a country different from the one where the awarding institution is based’ (UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2000). 
Along with the recent innovations in information and communication technology, the international mobility of 
programs and institutions on a large scale since 1990s is becoming a special phenomenon while students’ mobility is 
continuing to grow in international higher education. 
Transnational higher education is a fast growing global phenomenon as it provides internationally recognized 
education at the doorstep of students (Alam, et al, 2013) and new delivery models of education cross borders 
emerge(Gu, 2009). With the liberation of trade in 1995, moreover, trade in education service, the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) has brought cross-boarder higher education along with other forms of tertiary education into 
the global framework, providing an international institutional safeguard for the development of transnational 
education. Education is no longer education per se; rather, it is essentially one of the inalienable ingredients in the 
world trade system and mechanism. Information and communication technology, similarly, are believed to pave the 
way for the development of transnational education and contribute its rapid growing phenomenon. 
 
2. Setting up the Scene 
 
As a form of academic mobility and market driven educational activity, similarly, many have found that 
transitional education is following the same pattern as international student mobility where highly developed 
nations, such as the major English speaking countries, UK, USA and Australia, are the primary and key providers of 
the transnational education service whereas Asia is believed to be the receiving region with the most active 
participation in transnational education along with other emerging economies also include Middle East, North 
Africa, South America and so on. This verified the analysis in many studies that the demand for higher education in 
the emerging economic where the growing young population, such as China and India, is putting pressure on 
domestic educational systems to which transnational education from the developed western nations is seen as the 
immediate solution (Alam et al, 2012; Alam et, al, 2013; Gu, 2009; Huang, 2010; McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007; Mok, 
2009; Poole, 2001; Yang, 2008; OECD, 2010). 
By borrowing Huang’s statement (2007) of that Asia is the region with most active participation in transnational 
higher education, Yang (2008) has given his observation, I would like to call it as the push versus pull relationship, 
behind the development of transnational higher education. He said:  
 
This is a new evolutionary phase within the global development of higher education in a context of the 
emerging international trade agreements for services, the opening of new education markets with insufficient 
capacity to meet the anticipated demands of citizens for advanced degrees, and the ever-present demand for 
college and universities to establish additional revenue streams (p. 273)  
 
Against the international background of competing initiatives by universities of developing and developed 
nations, in the meantime as an echo to the ever increasing demand from local universities to formulate legal 
frameworks supporting their initiatives of reaching out to foreign countries, partly attribute to the grassroots 
measures locally and ever growing demands overseas, Taiwan’s Ministry of Education embarked on studying legal 
frameworks for regulating offshore degree awarding programs and promulgated “Guidelines on Application, 
Preview Procedure of Offshore Programs Operated by Universities” in 2007, subsequently modified in 2011 to 
tackle new issues. 
Over the past two decade, there have been many studies, mainly addressing the major English-speaking 
countries, looking at the development of transnational education in terms of its trends, characteristics, strategic 
modes, challenges and so on. There have been limited researches reflecting the real practices of transnational 
education in a specific country, from the educational provider with non-English speaking nation like Taiwan 
delivering offshore programs in English (Chen, 2014) 
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This study aims to review the offshore programs in Vietnam which have been developed and implemented for 
seven years by the case university in Taiwan. Being encouraged by the government policy, the university entered 
this unfamiliar territory and market in 2007. After years of learning-by-doing process, the scale of their offshore 
programs have grown to be the largest one across all universities in Taiwan. As being deeply involved in these 
programs, in this study the author tries to review the seven-year programs and to point out the lessons learned from 
their development and implementation. 
 
3. The Case University and its Offshore Programs 
 
3.1 The case university 
 
Higher education in Taiwan has been developed under two main tracks: general academic education (GAE) and 
technological and vocational education (TVE), also named as the second highway. The case university is a young 
private TVE university consisting of more than 12,000 local students and around 400 international students.  
Following the trend of cross-boarder higher education in Taiwan from 1990s, promoting internationalization has 
also become an important educational policy in Taiwan along with encouraging measures and incentives including 
listing internationalization as one of the major criteria for accreditations. However, internationalization in the 
context of Taiwan also serves as a survival solution for many universities due to the shortage of students recruitment 
resulted from low birth rates (Chen, 2013b).  
By taking internationalization as one of its long-term development targets, two main sectors have been set up in 
the international affair at the case university: International collaborations and international education. International 
collaboration’s goals range from establishing partnerships with the universities around the world, to the commitment 
to internationalization of the curriculum, research, academic staff as well the campus environment. International 
education, on the other hands, is mainly seen as closed connected to international activities that aim at recruiting 
international students through different channels and forms.  
 
3.2 The offshore programs in Vietnam 
 
The case university’s projects in Vietnam started off in 2005 and an offshore office attached to one of its partners 
in Hanoi, Vietnam, was subsequently established since 2007. With joint efforts from the partners, several offshore 
programs have been launched from the north (Hanoi) to central (Danang) and onto southern (Ho Chi Minh City), 
Vietnam. The programs are all at the postgraduate level, offering three Master degree programs, including Master in 
Management Information System (MIS), Master in Business Administration (MBA), and MBA majoring in Finance 
(MBA-F). In addition to recruitment records in Vietnam indicated earlier, the case university at the present still stays 
as the first and only university from Taiwan offering offshore programs in English, geographically covering the 
three main regions in Vietnam. It is evident that the case university is the leading university in Taiwan in weight in 
the field of transnational education as official records shown have reflected the fact of its efforts and recognitions 
won from its partner institutions and the governments at the both ends (Chen, 2013a).  
 
4. Lessons Learnt from the Development and Implementation 
 
4.1. Social and cultural relevance  
 
Ever since the Taiwan government implemented its ‘Southbound’ policy as he political driving force over twenty 
years ago, exchange of visit, trade, and FDI from Taiwan to several Southeast Asian countries have increased 
significantly.  Among those countries, Vietnam has been enjoying particularly favourable interests from the novice 
trend of redirection of Taiwan’s potential investment destinations, thereby Vietnam currently still ranks top three, 
then the leading one, for Taiwan’s outbound investment. For the past two decades, Vietnam has enacted numerous 
reform and open-market initiatives, which have successfully resulted in a gradual transition away from Communism 
or Socialism to a Capitalist economic model and lifestyle. This era also witnessed a rapid surge of foreign 
investments and stakes in prospects for economic development in the decades to come are satisfactorily high. 
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While approximately 50,000 Vietnamese students had to travel overseas each year to pursue a college degree, 
those who could not afford the luxury of doing it, either due to financial limitations or else, found serious constraint 
receiving higher education domestically. As a matter of fact, graduates of Vietnamese universities were insufficient, 
in both quantity and quality, and consequently could not meet the country’s enlarging economic and social demands 
for well-trained human resource. In 1987, only 87 Vietnamese academic institutions provided higher education; this 
number grew drastically to 386 in 2011, of which 40 were established between 2007 and 2010. This dramatic 
growth can be attributed to the enactment by the Vietnamese authorities of the “Comprehensive Reform of Higher 
Education Act” in 2005, which was designed to address the dynamic relationship of supply and demand between the 
country’s higher education and ever-increasing economic development. This essential Act envisages a complete 
overhaul of the higher education system by 2020, and is designed to substantially elevate its overall quality and 
accessibility (Chen, 2013a).   
Vietnam’s accession to the World Trade Organization in 2006 clearly demonstrates the country’s staunch 
commitment and allegiance to international criteria and practice. Against this backdrop, Vietnam and Taiwan have 
strengthened their mutual beneficial economic ties accordingly: Vietnamese economic reforms have allowed 
Taiwanese production enterprises to flourish, utilizing its ample supply of low-cost labour force. Consequently, the 
higher education institutions in the two nations have found an opportune timing for them to foster closer 
collaborations. 
The author happened to have the privilege of being closely involved in the implementation and administration of 
the case university’s offshore programs in Vietnam, which are currently regarded as among Taiwan’s best-
performing universities within the realm of higher vocational education. Officials in both countries’ Ministries of 
Education have constantly praised the university’s capabilities of maintaining high enrolment without sacrificing 
educational quality assurance. Plenty of valuable experiences and ideas were amassed and formulated through the 
collaborative efforts and coordinative spirit of partnership.       
 
4.2. Strategy in Vietnamese educational market 
 
Very much like in all Chinese societies, pursuing higher education and academic degrees in Taiwanese 
communities are both highly valued and respected, prompting parents to prioritize investing in their children’s 
education as a culturally deep-rooted heritage. However, prior to 2011 fewer than 15% of all Vietnamese high 
school graduates were able to acquire a college degree (Chen, 2013a), indicating its serious imbalance of supply and 
demand. Vietnamese international courses can be classified into two categories. The first one includes higher 
education courses facilitated and provided by English-speaking countries like the United Kingdom, the United 
States, Australia, and Canada – in addition to other Western nations such as France and the Netherlands. Among 
these countries, Australia’s presence and impact are the largest owing to its close proximity and strong marketing 
strategy. The other comprises Asian countries such as Singapore and Taiwan, which are capable of offering courses 
in English.   
The market for higher education in Vietnam is perpetually expanding and highly competitive. Among the 
cooperative programs offered by Taiwanese universities in Vietnam, courses related to business management and 
information technology are by far the most popular ones, and universities from numerous countries are competing 
for a fair share in this emerging market. Collaborative programs and projects between Taiwanese and Vietnamese 
universities are essentially designed with two purposes in mind. The first involves recruitment of Vietnamese 
students who wish to pursue their bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral degrees in Taiwan. These students are often 
awarded government-sponsored scholarships or full or partial grants from the receiving institutions themselves; 
consequently, few students studying in Taiwan do so at their own expense. The second objective entails offering 
specialized offshore programs with courses designed to meet specific domestic needs, which is supposed to be the 
most effective and direct means of exporting the experience and quality of Taiwanese higher education to 
Vietnamese students. 
One distinguished feature for Australia’s role in the Vietnamese market is that it exports higher education as a 
commodity. In addition to ensuring adequate regulation and management, the Australian Department of Education 
refrains from imposing excessive constraints on enrolment, faculty, class locations, or teaching methods, thus 
resulting in increased flexibility and competitiveness.  In contrast, the Taiwanese Ministry of Education’s 
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excessively strict regulation and control has tremendously limited the flexibilities of developing overseas education 
programs, and substantially reduced Taiwanese universities’ competitive edge. Student recruitment campaign 
limitations and high management requirements make it difficult to cope with for compliant Taiwanese universities 
on the one hand to maintain educational quality according to regulatory constraints while considering cultural 
differences and students’ individual needs on the other. Hence, Taiwanese universities must identify an ideal 
balance between teaching quality and adherence to strict regulations to increase their competitiveness.  
Taiwanese universities should leverage specific competitive advantages to consolidate their respective strengths, 
and develop courses targeting unique markets like Vietnam. Additionally, inter-institutional alliances and 
collaborations should be developed to stifle unfair competition in Vietnam.  Taiwanese government is highly 
expected to streamline it regulations and provide stronger support for its universities intending to foster 
collaborative programs, comprise integrated plans and organized teams so that Taiwanese reputable higher technical 
and vocational education can be transformed into a far more valuable and viable export strength. 
 
4.3 Teamwork and process integration  
 
To demonstrate the procedure of building a cooperative relationship for transnational education, the author 
applies the “Six Family Phases” rule: matchmaking, engagement, marriage, pregnancy, childbirth, and child rearing 
as a conceptual metaphor. 
 
1. Matchmaking: Upon initial contact, both parties attempt to identify potential areas and directions for 
collaboration.  
2. Engagement: In the initial step toward expressing a desire to cooperate, both parties sign a letter of intent or 
memorandum of understanding. 
3. Marriage: At this stage, both parties sign an agreement to establish an alliance regarding specific collaborative 
programs and coursework; the rights and obligations of both parties are clearly stipulated, standardised, and 
coordinated.  
4. Pregnancy: This phase entails the gestation and preparation preceding the materialisation of each collaborative 
program. Tasks within it include, but not limited to, implementing various administrative and legal processes, 
formulating internal operating principles and quality control procedures, recruitment campaigns, and other 
necessary preparations. 
5. Childbirth: Here the physical implementation or official commencement of cooperative projects or 
collaborative coursework occurs. 
6. Child Rearing: This phase includes tasks subsequent to the official implementation of collaborative 
coursework or programs, such as mechanisms of administrative management, educational quality control, 
and student advisory. (Chen, 2013a). 
 
Conducting an offshore program encompasses more than merely exporting an entire package of a degree 
coursework to a foreign nation, rather it necessitates tremendous effort in consolidating and displaying each of the 
universities’ characteristics and strengths. The integrated components of each of the aforementioned phases are 
indispensable in program design and course implementation. Furthermore, the experiences, suggestions and 
involvement of other academic institutions, in addition to its own domestic and overseas resources, are also key 
factors contributing to a program’s success.  
 
4.4 Reflections on multi-cultural impact 
 
Although Vietnam and Taiwan are both deeply influenced by Chinese culture, Vietnam’s national identity is 
shaped by its own unique historical developments, war, French colonialism, and American influence. Moreover, 
North and South Vietnam’s parallel development routes under two separate political and economic ideologies 
several decades prior to their unification nurtured unique societal disparity including work ethics, lifestyles, moral 
values, and problem-solving approaches.  
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Prior to being stationed in Vietnam to implement offshore educational programs, the author had conducted field 
study and acquired in-depth cross-cultural knowledge of the country while researching Vietnamese-Taiwanese 
transnational relations. These experiences equipped the author with a viable social network and resources that 
afforded a comfortable transition into Vietnamese life. Nevertheless, even seasoned multicultural researchers can 
experience instances of culture shock – especially in the initial phases of permanently or semi-permanently settling 
in a new location. By observing the core differences between northern, central, and southern Vietnam, in addition to 
the unique needs and institutional cultures of various schools, the author acquired greater sensitivity to the cultural 
differences and was able to adapt to new situations more sophisticatedly.  
McBurnie & Ziguras (2007) noted that countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia 
are less likely to adapt their English courses to meet a target culture’s unique needs. The Taiwanese universities 
discussed in this article, however, have made such requisite adjustments in developing offshore programs based 
upon discussions with numerous Vietnamese universities and careful research. Consequently, the offshore programs 
conducted in English have exhibited remarkable success in Vietnam both in terms of student number and quality of 
programs, despite Taiwan’s status as a non-English speaking nation. The design and methodology of these courses 
not only equips students with the skills required to pursue decent careers domestically, but also prepares them to 
more viably partake in an increasingly internationalised career market. 
The case in point exemplifies the precious benefits of appreciating multiculturalism, in which direct contact with 
other cultures is an impetus for developing proper cross-cultural knowledge and understanding with mutual respect. 
The expansion of cultural competence and avoidance of misunderstanding is most likely to occur through face-to-
face contact with a spirit of empathy; cross-cultural understanding is not only fundamental for international 
collaboration, but also an indispensable, mutually beneficial tool in its own right. Indeed, developing a due respect 
for and understanding to a different culture is key to successful cooperation between Taiwanese and Vietnamese 
institutions of higher education. Essentially the design, execution, regulation, evaluation, and cooperation and 




To maintain the quality of offshore educational programs, strict regulations must be adhered to when screening 
student applications, and excellence must never be compromised to meet demands. In this scenario, neither 
collaborating university’s reputation nor image will be damaged. The implementation of offshore programs must 
consider students’ understanding of course content, as well as their spoken and written English proficiency in order 
to assist students in learning; this may also necessitate supporting explanation in the students’ native language, 
which in conjunction with a domestically tailored learning experience, thus foster a better cross-cultural 
understanding. Although such arrangements seem to increase certain operating costs, they cater to the unique 
educational and cultural backgrounds of non-Western students, which is a proven characteristic of successful 
offshore special programs. 
For Taiwanese universities to compete with institutions of higher education from English-speaking countries in 
Southeast Asia, respective institutions must cooperate and coordinate amongst themselves to create highly efficient 
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